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Support Senate Bill 181
Modifies provisions relating to the due diligent search for and placement of a child with a relative.
Oral Testimony
Kendall Seal, Vice President of Policy 
Center for the Rights of Abused Children
Senate Health and Social Services Committee 
3:30 p.m., Tuesday/Thursday, February ##, 2024


Chair Wilson and Committee Members:
Good morning, I am Kendall Seal, Vice President of Policy for the Center for the Rights of Abused Children. Our mission is to ensure that every abused and neglected child has a safe and loving home. 
To ensure that children are protected and have the best chance a stability and family connection, children should be quickly settled into a relative or foster home on the path to permanency.[footnoteRef:2] Children who live with family right away fare particularly well.[footnoteRef:3] That’s why we support efforts to find relatives as soon as the child enters care and ensuring that the best interests of a child are always at the center of placement and permanency decisions.  [2:  David Rubin et al., “The Impact of Placement Stability on Behavioral Well-Being for Children in Foster Care,” National Library of Medicine, 2009, https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC2693406/; Austen McGuire et al., “The Relation Between Dimensions of Maltreatment, Placement Instability, and Mental Health among Youth in Foster Care,” Child Abuse and Neglect, 2018, https://www.researchgate.net/publication/327868743_The_relation_between_dimensions_of_maltreatment_placement_instability_and_mental_health_among_youth_in_foster_care; Thomas Keller et al., “Approaching the Transition to Adulthood,” National Library of Medicine, 2007, https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC2802332/.]  [3:  “Benefits of Kinship Placement,” American Bar Association, January 2022, https://www.americanbar.org/content/dam/aba/publications/litigation_committees/childrights/kinship-placement/memo-re-benefits-of-kinship-placement-adoption.pdf; Christian Connell et al., “Changes in Placement Among Children in Foster Care,” National Library of Medicine, 2006, https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC4204626/.] 

The Problem
Currently, Alaska law requires the department to search for adult family members or family friends and prioritizes placement with a relative.[footnoteRef:4] However, the parameters of a "due diligence search" are not adequately defined. State law does not detail what a notification shall entail, require timely responses, detail what must be reported to the court, or provide sufficient accountability for executing diligent searches. Together, these structural issues can result in avoidable disruptions when a child’s relatives are not found upon a child’s removal from their home but appear months or even years down the line — diminishing children's stability and safety.  [4:  AS 47.14.100(e).] 

Consider the following:
· 20% of Alaska youth have three or more placements.[footnoteRef:5] [5:  U.S. Department of Health and Human Services, Children's Bureau, Child Welfare Outcomes Report Data, Permanency and Well-Being, Outcome 6: Placement Stability, https://cwoutcomes.acf.hhs.gov/cwodatasite/sixOneLessThan12/index.  ] 

· The median number of months a child spends in care is 22.[footnoteRef:6] [6:  Id. at Foster Care Data, Exited Foster Care During FY, https://cwoutcomes.acf.hhs.gov/cwodatasite/exitedCare/index. ] 

· 5.4 percent will reenter care within a year and 13 percent will reenter care after a year of a prior incident.[footnoteRef:7]  [7:  Id. at Permanency and Well-Being, Outcome 4.2: Reentries into Foster Care, https://cwoutcomes.acf.hhs.gov/cwodatasite/fourTwo/index. ] 

Such instability fuels negative outcomes, such as running from care and the subsequent risk to exploitation and human trafficking. 
Through the work of a pro bono legal clinic at the Center for the Rights of Abused Children, we know firsthand the harms children suffer when agencies and courts shuffle them from home to home in simple obedience to preferential lists — as opposed to the child's best interests always guiding decisions. Too often, agencies are not incentivized to find the best relative placement at the start of the case and opt to strip children from the only loving foster family they have ever known and send them to relatives they have never met.
The solution
Senate Bill 181 helps promote safety and stability of children in care by:
· Establishing clear guidelines for conducting timely, thorough relative searches.
· Helping relatives make informed, timely decisions by providing information about the options for participating in the child’s care, the process for becoming licensed, and all available resources. 
· Increasing accountability through judicial oversight of diligent searches. 
· Improve stability by treating long-term foster families of young children akin to relatives. When considering whether a child should be moved, the law would now recognize the importance of bonding with foster parents and minimizing instability by considering a long-term foster placement as preferentially equal to relatives. 
Conclusion
A child's needs must always be paramount. This means finding relatives quickly, and if this cannot be done, prioritizing stability, and limiting trauma to the child through lasting and loving foster homes.  A developing body of research shows that placement stability and immediate placement with relatives are pivotal for child safety and well-being. 
By passing this reform, children entering the foster care system will have a stronger pathway to being placed with relatives quickly and avoiding the trauma of constantly moving homes. 
These are the simple and needed policies that serve some of the most vulnerable children in Alaska. 
Thank you for your time and attention. I would be happy to answer any questions.






42 USCA Section 675(b)(B)  

Within 12 months after the date a child enters foster care as calculated under AS 47.10.088(f), the court shall hold a permanency hearing.
 
Federal Law on Relative Searches
42 U.S.C. 671(a)(29) 
within 30 days after the removal of a child from the custody of the parent or parents of the child, the State shall exercise due diligence to identify and provide notice to the following relatives: all adult grandparents, all parents of a sibling of the child, where such parent has legal custody of such sibling, and other adult relatives of the child (including any other adult relatives suggested by the parents), subject to exceptions due to family or domestic violence, that— 
(A) specifies that the child has been or is being removed from the custody of the parent or parents of the child; 
(B) explains the options the relative has under Federal, State, and local law to participate in the care and placement of the child, including any options that may be lost by failing to respond to the notice; 
(C) describes the requirements under paragraph (10) of this subsection to become a foster family home and the additional services and supports that are available for children placed in such a home; and 
(D) if the State has elected the option to make kinship guardianship assistance payments under paragraph (28) of this subsection, describes how the relative guardian of the child may subsequently enter into an agreement with the State under section 473(d) to receive the payments; 


 
Alaska Stat. Ann. § 47.10.080.
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